
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Nineteenth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 72
1st lesson:
Job 24:1-17
2nd lesson:
Matthew 9:1-8
"Seeing Their Faith"
The incident described in the New Testament lesson happened in Capernaum, Christ's "own city," on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee. It was His "own city" in the sense that He and His disciples had a house there for their use, and had made the town their headquarters.
For a more detailed report of what took place, we should read Saint Mark's account, in Chapter two of his Gospel. Jesus was well known in Galilee by this time, and when people heard that He was back in town and "in the house," as Saint Mark tells it, they came to hear and see Him. The house was full of people, and outside they were crowded around the door so much that no one else could get in.
Houses then had almost flat roofs resting on beams set into the walls. The beams were covered with reeds, matted layers of thorns, and several inches of clay. There was a gradual slope to carry off the rain, and such a roof was usually rolled before the rainy season began. A set of steps usually led up a side wall of the house to the roof.
When the four men arrived with their paralyzed friend on a stretcher, they saw that because of the crowd, they couldn't get him through the front door to bring him to Christ. So they carried him up the outside steps to the roof, and proceeded to take up enough of it to let their sick friend down into the house between two of the beams. We can imagine the consternation of some of the people inside, as dust and pieces of clay fell down on them. But, "When they had broken it up," Mark relates, "they let down the bed wherein the sick of the palsy lay." It was at this point, when Jesus had seen all this evidence of their faith, that He told the sick man to "be of good cheer," because his sins were forgiven.
The faith of these men was the conviction that Jesus was both able and willing to heal the sick. It was, as someone has put it, "a conviction that Jesus would be able to do something for the man's condition, a sense of confidence in the power manifest in Jesus." Saint Paul said of himself and his co-workers that they were ambassadors for Christ; here in these men, it has been said, was a happy and fruitful "recognition of (Jesus) at least as God's envoy;" and therefore, we can add, able to act in the Name of God and exercise His power.
After the Resurrection, faith took on the added dimension of "a personal commitment to God in Christ" in the fellowship of Christian believers. It meant – and means – a personal allegiance to Christ that is persistent, like the faith of the four men who wouldn't give up in their efforts to get their sick friend to Jesus.
Our faith in Christ is a daily commitment of ourselves to Him, to live as He asks us to live, in Christian love for others and by Christian standards of conduct. Faith in the Lord Jesus keeps our lives open to Him and to the guidance, strength, and cleansing power of the Holy Spirit. Faith is commitment to Him in the confidence that He is the One that Scripture says Him to be.
Commitment to Him leads to our knowing personally that He can provide forgiveness, because He is the incarnate Son of God, Who in His life and death paid the moral and spiritual cost of our sins. We learn that when we turn to Him, He takes us, by the power of His Resurrection, on beyond the forgiveness He pro- vides every day. He takes us to where we begin, by His grace, to "put on the new man," the new being or person, "which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness," as Saint Paul declares in the Epistle for today. Thus God continues His work of creation in us when we turn to Him in Christ.
Of the forgiveness pronounced and the healing done, Saint Matthew wrote, "When the multitude saw it, they marvelled, and glorified God, which had given such power unto men." The author of a fine book on worship has written, "The Christian revelation – 'God manifest in the flesh' – is unique in its power of evoking worship and love." Here, in "his own city" and "at home' in the town of Capernaum on the shore of the Lake of Galilee, around 30 or 31 A.D., at that particular place and at that particular time, there was Someone Who was far more than an ordinary human being. There was "God manifest in the flesh," and His presence led to faith and praise and worship.
We all live in particular places at this particular time, and we must know God under these present conditions, and are confident that we can, through Christ. The author of the book on worship stressed this truth in the statement that "the space- less God which is the cause of worship must come to us in space." That is, we can say. God is everywhere; but He must be known somewhere. "The reality and attraction of His eternity must be experienced in time," this author also wrote. We must put our faith in Christ here and now, at this time and at this place. To do so is to join with those in the house at Capernaum who "marvelled and glorified God."
"The grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men," Saint Paul declared to Titus, in a lesson appointed for today. Chapter two of that letter. This saying is from a portion of that chapter appointed as an Epistle for Christmas Day. It also speaks of "that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ." The forgiveness and healing of the paralyzed man are examples of some of the gracious effects of this "glorious appearing."
His coming is also a response to the anguished question asked by Job. It is put in these words in a more recent translation of the Old Testament: "Why are not times of judgment kept by the Almighty, and why do those who know him never see his days?"
Jesus' appearing is a time of judgment, for by their response to Him people reveal their character. He will return in another "glorious appearing" at the Last Judgment, to vindicate those who are His. Thus, in the coming of Christ, those who know the Almighty do see, and will see. His days.
This episode of the forgiving and healing of the paralytic, brought to Christ by his four friends, is an inspiring example of the appearance of God's grace, bringing salvation to all people. His grace continues to appear here and now, where people are, to all who come to Him in trust and confidence. As these four men with their paralyzed friend did, we can put our faith in Jesus of Nazareth, in complete confidence that He will save us.
Page 4

